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Introduction

Current media debates lead us to believe that today’s generation of young people have vastly 
different expectations of work to older workers. But how do Gen Z define ‘good jobs’? Are their 
perceptions of work unrealistic and what does this mean for employers? Surprisingly little 
evidence supports this. Yet understanding young people’s experiences of and ambitions for 
good jobs is an important step in aligning employers and young people so that they can access 
good work. In this article we share new research from Youth Futures Foundation1, the What 
Works Centre for Youth Employment, which explores young people’s views of what makes for 
good jobs, the challenges they face and what this means for the rest of the workforce. 

The Youth Employment Challenge

Since the pandemic, the number of young people not in education, employment or training 
(NEET), including those who are unemployed and economically inactive, has increased by 
about 50% to just over 1 million 16-24 years olds today.2 This differs from the increased NEET 
levels after the global financial crisis, where unemployment rose but economic inactivity 
remained stable. 

Today, whilst the number of young people continuing in education has increased, long-term 
sickness is the most common reason for economic inactivity amongst this group. Over half 
of the increase is due to ill-health with mental health the most common reason.3 The youth 
mental health crisis extends well beyond the minority who are economically inactive. Over the 
last 20 years young people have gone from having the lowest rate of reporting mental health 
symptoms, like anxiety and depression, compared to the rest of the population, to the highest.4 
This represents a new dimension in the youth employment challenge and one which Youth 
Futures recently investigated in a groundbreaking study into the causes of young people’s 
rising mental ill health, which identified employment precarity and financial insecurity as key 
contributors.5

These rises in economic inactivity and unemployment are not reflected in other age groups to 
such an extent, with young people experiencing the worst decline in labour market outcomes.6 
Compared to the rest of the working age population, they are also disproportionately more 
likely to experience insecure work7 – 46% of young people aged 16-19, and 27.9% of young 
people aged 20-24 are in insecure work and of those, 34.6% of 16–19-year-olds and 12.7% aged 
20-24 are in low paid insecure work.8 Young people (aged 16-24) are also almost six times 
more likely to be on zero-hour contracts than workers across older age groups.9 Regardless 
of educational level, their expected lifetime earnings are now significantly lower than for older 
workers when they were the same age.10 They also suffer from unstable employment and 
career opportunities.11 Alongside an unfavourable labour market, young people continue to 
bear the brunt of other structural pressures, which have been intensified and exacerbated by 
the pandemic, including the housing and cost-of-living crises. They are the first generation in a 
century to face downward social mobility compared to their parents. 
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Barriers to securing good work have been exacerbated since the pandemic, including a 
lack of available jobs locally, declining transport, lack of work experience, lack of contacts, 
lower wages at entry level and diminishing apprenticeships (40% drop in young people 
starting apprenticeships since 201712), with young people from disadvantaged backgrounds 
disproportionately impacted.13 Marginalised young people experiencing intersecting 
inequalities fare worse. For example, young people from low socio-economic backgrounds, 
with low qualifications and special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) are almost three 
times more likely to be NEET, with a NEET rate 170% higher than the average.14 Almost half of 
young people (48%) surveyed by Youth Futures (2024) reported experiencing some form of 
prejudice or discrimination, yet 79% of those did not formally report it. In the UK, nearly half 
(46%) of all young people report that they are uncertain about their career options – doubling 
since 2018.15 Frustrated at navigating a fragmented system and a perceived cultural bias 
against vocational routes, young people find the processes in place confusing, not knowing 
where to go for support.16 

Good jobs for young people

The aspirations of young people to find good work stand in sharp contrast to familiar 
depictions of Gen Z as ‘lazy’, ‘workshy’, ‘woke’, ‘snowflakes’. Today’s stereotypes simply 
continue a long tradition of reproaching young people and intergenerational misunderstanding; 
they do not reflect the lived realities of young workers. 

So, what do this generation of young people want from work? Are their hopes and expectations 
for good jobs unreasonable? Beyond those organisations who champion the cause (e.g. Youth 
Employment UK17, Youth Futures Foundation18), there has been little evidence in the UK on what 
good work looks like for young people specifically.19 Significant developments across a multi-
disciplinary and multi-stakeholder terrain over the last decade have led to broad acceptance 
of CIPD’s Good Work Index20 following the government’s Taylor Review (2017).21 Yet young 
people’s voices have been largely absent in debates about and development of definitions, 
measurements and proposed solutions. Forthcoming research for Youth Futures empirically 
explored what high quality work looks like for young people. This included interviews and 
focus groups with a diverse range of 100 young people, aged 16-25, across England, alongside 
participatory research with Youth Futures’ young ambassadors. Drawing on their varied 
experiences of work and hopes for the future, they identified the key, often intersecting, factors 
that make up good work. They also reflected on the ways in which these are shaped by, and are 
responses to, their different characteristics.

The research found that young people overwhelmingly want the same things that other 
generations want from work – secure, fairly-paid jobs, which they find meaningful and enable 
a healthy work-life balance. Based on this, Youth Futures Foundation defines good work for 
young people as:

“Good work is secure and stable, fairly rewarded and inclusive. It supports health, well-being 
and work–life balance. It provides purpose and progression, values diversity and voice, and 
builds positive relationships, enabling people to thrive.”
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However, the prioritisation of these vary, reflecting both the stage of the life course and 
context. For example, whilst flexibility in when you work is seen as particularly important 
for students and carers, job security (stability in income and the number of hours worked), 
which enables independent living and covering basic living costs, is paramount for all. Pay is 
an important factor in good work, but it is rarely a key motivating factor – not a single young 
person cited a big salary in their description of a good job. Young people understand why 
older adults may assume they don’t need better wages, as the majority will have some form of 
parental/family safety net; but this is not the case for all young people, particularly marginalised 
groups. Pay is thus framed in terms of the minimum needed to survive/live, with an ambition 
to one day be able to save towards a house and a family but with acknowledgement that for 
most this is now unrealistic and unachievable. Pay is also about fairness and respect, but young 
people accept lower starting wages with the expectation of progression (financially and in 
responsibility) as they become more experienced. 

Maintaining a good work-life balance is imperative for young people and deeply connected 
with their health and well-being. Balancing work with other life commitments is often difficult 
but essential. Young people described how being constantly ‘on’, anxiously wondering when 
you might be offered a shift and then not feeling able to turn it down (regardless of other 
commitments and jobs) because of the risk of being ‘ghosted’ by your employer, is crippling 
for their mental health. Work is seen as more than just a means to earn money – it is about 
personal growth, purpose, identity and contributing meaningfully to society. However, this 
can and should apply to any job, including low-skilled repetitive roles, which they may not see 
as future careers. In any work, young people want to have a sense of pride and motivation to 
do the job well; but this is shaped by other factors including management, opportunities for 
progression, environment and pay (minimum wage).

The culture of the workplace and the relationships young people experience are very 
important to their conception of good work. Authenticity and having a sense of belonging, 
social connection, feeling valued and supported to be part of the team, are particularly 
important for young people starting out on their work journeys. Young people value managers 
and teams who understand the diverse experiences and needs of young workers and the 
barriers some may face, creating an inclusive culture that addresses age-related biases 
and generational differences. Combined with having a voice in the workplace – sharing 
ideas, expressing concerns and being heard – this creates a supportive and healthy work 
environment, leading to increased confidence and feeling comfortable, accepted and being 
able to be oneself.

Young people’s perceptions of good work are shaped by their experiences, expectations 
and aspirations. Regardless of social class, job aspirations are influenced by parents and 
peers and grounded in young people’s social realities.22 23 Analysis of long-term trends in 
youth employment demonstrate the changing relationship between education (qualification 
level) and job quality for young people with precarious work the ‘new normal’ regardless of 
educational qualifications.24 25 Unsurprisingly then, young people do not believe the work 
available to them is of good quality and faced with the need for an income, prioritising the 
quality of work becomes a ‘privilege’.26 

The qualities young people seek in a good job are the same for those at the younger end of 
the age range in their first part-time employment as they are for those living independently 
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and embarking on careers. However, wider inequalities (such as socio-economic background, 
housing, health) and individual circumstances shape their prioritisation of the qualities of a 
good job. For example, the difference in perception of top jobs between school-age young 
people and young people already in work is telling. BBC’s recent Bitesize Careers Survey27 of 
13-16 year olds featured doctor, engineer, teacher, vet, police officer, lawyer and nurse in the top 
10 desired jobs and the NHS the top organisation to work for, with 85% confident they could 
get their desired job. Conversely, many 16–25-year-olds in Youth Future’s recent research, 
described NHS and teaching roles as having become ‘bad jobs’ because of the high workload, 
unreasonable pressures and poor terms and conditions, despite the strength of these jobs’ 
meaningfulness.

Don’t we all want good jobs? A healthy workforce

Although evidence suggests today’s young people are entering work with more progressive 
and inclusive values than previous generations, this reflects a time-old generational divide.28 
A majority (66%) of under-24s want governments to prioritise social progress over economic 
growth – the opposite of over-50s.29 They increasingly see work as something that should 
support, not consume, their lives30 valuing work-life balance, inclusion and social interaction, 
thus rejecting what they view as the ‘workaholic’ mindset of previous generations. For example, 
certain industries and sectors are struggling to attract young people, who view them as less 
inclusive or progressive. Such values are perhaps a response to their projected futures, which 
they see as working longer in unstable economies with persistently unequal opportunity 
structures amidst a climate crisis. 

But does this mean they have different views of work to older workers? Like the wider 
workforce, young people value meaningful work – doing a good job for their employer. In the 
most recent Skills and Employment Survey,31 almost 70% of workers of all ages reported their 
jobs gave them the feeling of a job well done either always or most of the time, and three-
quarters consistently had the feeling of doing useful work. An inclusive work environment, 
where young people feel supported and safe to achieve their best is also key to their health and 
wellbeing – the very factors the wider workforce cite as fostering meaningfulness.32 Like the 
rest of the workforce, they value good managers that consider their needs. Support through 
clear guidance, recognising their developing skills, training and progression opportunities helps 
young people feel valued and able to contribute. 

Yet these asks and desires would benefit all workers. With almost 3 million people out of work 
due to long-term health problems, and close to a further 4 million employed with a work-
limiting health condition,33 we “are sliding into an economic inactivity crisis”,34 with untold 
costs to employees, employers and the state.35 Job related ill health has been recognised 
in multiple government reviews36 37 and evidence attests to the elements of jobs that create 
physical and psycho-social health problems for workers.38 39 Thus, improving the quality of 
and creating healthier jobs is essential for everyone. As Marmot40 argued a decade ago, this 
means examining and improving job quality. New generations entering the labour market often 
challenge the status quo, resulting in workplace improvements for all. As the workforce of the 
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future, listening to young people’s experiences and dreams for inclusive workplaces and stable 
jobs is a good place to start.

Challenges for employers

Employers are a key part of the jigsaw, enabling young people to transition from education 
to employment. Whilst negative stereotypes of young people do shape employer views,41 
they too face challenges and frustrations in employing a young workforce. The evidence 
paints a complex picture demonstrating genuine issues arising from a range of systemic and 
contemporary factors alongside misunderstanding of young people. For example, CBI’s 201942 
report highlights concerns from both perspectives about work readiness, finding that whilst 
44% of employers feel that young people leaving school, college or university are not ‘work 
ready’, 1 in 4 young people themselves do not feel adequately prepared by their education for 
the world of work. Similarly, CIPD43 found that over half (52%) of employers do not think that 
young people are well-prepared, yet for employers who actually had experience of employing 
young people, this dropped to just one in four (28%). Across industries, employers consistently 
question young people’s readiness, attitudes and professionalism.44 

Employers face further challenges in the education-jobs mismatch45, limited job-specific 
skills46 and young people lacking experience (exacerbated by missed opportunities and 
milestones during the pandemic). Persistent gaps in technical, transferable and employability 
skills are aggravated by rapid technological advancements and demographic shifts.47 In 
response, much needed new reforms are seeking to strengthen the apprenticeships and 
skills system. Alongside these, the Employment Rights Act brings a mix of opportunities 
and challenges for employers. The wider context, shaped by an international landscape of 
economic flux, Brexit, recessions, cost-of-living crisis and rising energy costs, make these 
challenging times for business.

Despite this context, many employers, of varying sizes and across industries, actively seek to 
employ young people and support them to thrive in the workplace. The expanding network 
of benchmarked employers is testament to this. For example, Youth Employment UK’s Good 
Youth Employment Benchmark/Standards48 and other employer charters focus on employing 
those disadvantaged in the labour market, including young people, such as the Social Mobility 
Foundation’s Employer Index,49 the Careers & Enterprise Company’s Employer Standards50 
and the Social Recruitment Advocacy Group.51 However, there remain many more who are not.  

Employers have a crucial role to play in helping to resolve the youth employment challenge, 
but progress is inconsistent. While 65% of employers say experience matters, only 38% offer 
it, and just 11% to university students.52 Just 7% of employers have engaged with government 
(Department for Work and Pensions or Job Centre Plus) employment schemes.53 Investment 
in training is declining, dropping by 26% over the last two decades and is now half the EU 
average.54 Young people in low-wage sectors, where training is often minimal, are hit hardest, 
and graduates are three times more likely to receive training than those with no qualifications.55 
56 Opportunities for progression are equally limited, and progression pathways are often not 
transparent.57
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Improving young people’s futures

Having survived major socio-economic changes and political upheaval from the global 
financial crisis, through austerity and the Covid-19 pandemic, young people’s school-to-work 
transitions are changing. The scarring effects of recessions and spells of unemployment, 
insecure work and poor mental health render them at greater risk of future unemployment 
or poor-quality employment. Whilst age old challenges persist, such as concerns about skills 
and work-readiness,58 59 these are refreshed with a contemporary twist, not least due to 
rapidly evolving technology, including AI. Young people are experiencing new and distinctive 
challenges in a changing jobs landscape. In the light of significant employment reform, now is 
the opportunity for employers to lead and there are key steps they can take. Employers who 
adapt early will gain in productivity, retention and reputation. 

Meeting young people’s priorities for work doesn’t require big budgets – they rely upon the 
leadership and culture within a workplace that stand to benefit everyone. Encouraging and 
supporting employers to adopt innovative and sustainable approaches to job creation, 
investment and growth, benefits all. This requires balancing structural change with sustained 
and systematic support (including skills, mental health and additional needs) for young people 
to transition into work (supply side) alongside employer commitment to and investment in 
young people (demand side). Alongside good jobs, young people need a wider scaffolding of 
stability through fundamental services and opportunities, including youth services, mental 
health support and affordable housing. Understanding young people’s lived realities is a 
key route to bringing employers, policymakers and young workers together to build better 
understanding, challenge contraction in the youth labour market and achieve good work for all. 

There is a strong economic case to be made for addressing the youth employment challenge. 
Youth Futures60 research found that by matching the best youth employment and activity 
rate in the OECD (the Netherlands), the UK could boost its economy by up to £86bn in the 
long term. But beyond the macro-economics, there is an opportunity to build a fairer, healthier 
and more resilient workforce. Young people’s voices should be integral to designing the good 
jobs of the future. Employers, policymakers and young people must seize this moment to align 
aspirations with action, creating workplaces where every generation can thrive.
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